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"A Few Crazy Ladies": How Women Broke
Down Barriers and Created a Place for Female
Martial Artists in Florida, 1974-1983
by Christopher David Thrasher

I

n September 1974, Black Belt Magazine published a letter
from Karen Swanson, a school teacher living in Tallahassee,
Florida. Swanson thanked the editors for their recent hire of
the New York historian and martial artist Valarie Eads to write a
reoccurring column in their magazine on female fighters titled
"Fighting Woman." Swanson described herself as an active feminist
who wanted to learn self-defense under the guidance of a female
teacher. Swanson lamented that there were no female martial arts
teachers in north Florida and therefore she had been forced to look
for a male instructor. Swanson explained that most male martial
arts instructors in her area refused to teach her, citing their low
opinions of women and their lack of a suitable woman's dressing
room. She believed that in the face of sexist attitudes of instructors
and classmates, most women gave up, leaving only "a few crazy
ladies" who Swanson did not identify specifically. These women
refused to surrender their place in the martial arts community,
ignoring sexism and continuing their studies. Swanson revealed
that eventually she found a man willing to teach anyone willing to
train seriously, even a woman. She ended by encouraging women
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to push for equality in the dojo just as they demanded it in the
workplace. 1
Swanson did not explain how she defined the term feminist and
there is some debate on the exact meaning of the term. As gender
theorist Chris Beasley explained, "feminism is a troublesome
term. " 2 Sallie Ann Harrison, a Florida contemporary of Swanson,
was somewhat more explicit when she described feminism as a
state of alienation from mains!!'~am, chauvinistic society. 3 In Split
Decisions: How and Why to Take a Break from Feminism, Janet Halley
defined feminism "as capaciously as possible" noting that even
by the broadest definition feminisgi must "make a distinction
between m and f," either in terms of actual genders or masculine
and feminine attributes, it must "posit some kind of subordination
as between m and f," and feminism must oppose the subordination
off to m." 4 In an effort to use the broadest possible definition
which is still accurate, this article will use Halley's definition for
this term.
Swanson's struggle played out against a backdrop of larger
issues in Florida and across the nation. Beginning in the nineteenth
century, women across the United States and the Atlantic World
fought for legal equality in a movement often retroactively called
First Wave Feminism. 5 The American branch of this movement
achieved its most important goal in 1920 with the passage of the
19th Amendment, granting wome n the right to vote. Beginning
with the 1963 publication of the Feminist Mystique by Betty Friedan,
Second Wave Feminism emerged. 6 This movement focused
primarily on cultural rather than political or legal goals.7 Friedan
argued that women should seek fulfillment outside the traditional
roles of wife and mother, wryly noting "no woman gets an orgasm
from shining the kitchen floor." 8 As part of this struggle, Friedan
1
2
3
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6
7
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visited Florida in 1971 and helped female students at the University
of Florida in their protests against a sexist male political club on
campus. 9 Second wave feminism included a strong sporting aspect,
most famously when female tennis player Billie Jean King won the
Battle of the Sexes tennis matches in 1973 against a male opponent
and became an icon of second wave feminism . 10 Swanson and her
Florida contemporaries, with their emphasis on cultural acceptance,
fit primarily within the bounds of second wave feminism .
This article will demonstrate that second wave feminism
extended into the martial arts schools of America's heartland. It
also contributes to the extensive literatqre on women in sport.
Susan Cahn provided one of the most definitive studies of women
in sport with Coming on Strong: Gender and Sexuality in Twentiethcentury Women's Sport ( 1994). This work provides additional support
for Cahn's contention that some sporting cultures, including more
violent sports, were particularly resistant to female athletes. 11
Research findings presented here build on the work of Pamela
Grundy, Susan Schackelford, and Jenifer Ring, who explored
worrien 's attempts to find a home in sports such as baseball and
basketball. 12 This study explores a sport traditionally dominated by
men, similar to Cathy van Igen's works on poker and black, female
boxers. 13 It also is influenced by the findings of Sarah K Fields, who
provided an excellent study of women's efforts to enter the male
dominated world of school sports. 14 Fields provided an extensive
study of the struggle for female equality in scholastic boxing and
wrestling, but says nothing about the Asian influenced martial arts
which exploded in popularity in the 1970s, just as women fought
for a place in the boxing ring and on the wresting mats.
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A few journalists of martial arts have documented a struggle for
women's liberation in America's martial arts schools, but they focus
almost entirely on the large cities of New York and California with
little indication of how the struggle played out in the .American
heartland. 15 Carol A. Wiley explained some of the unique challenges
women faced in the martial arts in her broader study of martial
arts instructors, but she looked almost entirely at the nation's
largest cities. 16 Diana Looser p_rpvided an important examination
of pioneering female martial artists in the United States, Great
Britain, and New Zealand from 1900 to 1918. Her work examined
martial arts as exhibitions enjoyed ..by first wave feminists rather
than a participatory sport of second wave feminists as covered in
this article. 17 Patricia Searles and Ronald Berger wrote an excellent
overview of the American Feminist self-defense movement, noting
that second wave feminists turned to the martial arts as self-defense
as well as sport. However their work was an overview of the entire
nation, not an analysis of any particular state or region. 18
This work helps to fill a number of gaps by providing the first
scholarly examination of the women's liberation struggle in the
martial arts schools of Florida. Southern women, particularly in
Florida, faced extraordinary challenges as they battled conservative
attitudes common among both men and women in the area. 19
In spite of these enormous obs~(!cles, a thriving women's rights
movement took root in Florida centered in Gainesville and inspired
by similar efforts in the nation's largest cities. 20 These women, like
their counterparts in the nation's larger cities, promoted martial
arts in an effort to increase women's physical fitness, psychological
health, and their ability to defend themselves from violent attacks. 21
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Florida women who attempted to puncture the male sphere of
martial arts often encountered resistance from men and women
who resisted the vision of women as capable fighters. 22 This work
begins with a few remarks on the history of Asian martial arts in
the United States and the feminist movement's efforts to enter
the martial arts communities of New York and California in the
early 1970s, highlights Swanson's lament over the lack of progress
in Florida in 1974, demonstrates how feminists in Gainesville
promoted female involvement in the martial arts in the late 1970s,
explains the victories of martial arts advocates with the emergence
of prominent women fighters and instructors in Florida during the
early 1980s, and concludes with a postscript that demonstrates the
prominent female presence in today's martial arts community of
Florida. This article argues that from 197 4 to 1983 "a few crazy
ladies" broke down gendered barriers and built a home for women
within the martial arts community of Florida.
Asian Martial Arts Come to America
Asian style martial arts attracted attention from Americans
as early as the mid-1800s, but achieved notoriety only in the early
twentieth century. American observers praised Asian martial
artists as early as 1856. 23 By 1884, at least one Asian fighter toured
the United States, fighting challenge matches against American
boxers and wrestlers .24 In the first years of the twentieth century,
Asian fighters made friends with President Theodore Roosevelt
and among the American military establishment. One of the
most prominent instructors of the era was Yoshiaki Yamashita
who frequently gave demonstrations with the help of his wife,
and fellow martial arts expert, Fude. 25 Diana Looser, writing for
Theatre Research International, argued that Fude's participation in
these demonstrations was "a performative act in itself, a conscious
cultivation and self - expressive display of the body" in which
women disputed the notion that fighting arts were an exclusively
male domain and presented compelling, visual, evidence that
women were capable of demonstrating proficiency in the martial
22

23
24
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arts. 26 Following Fude's lead, and encouraged by male American
jujitsu experts such as Harrie Hancock, a few American women
began studying Asian martial arts in the first years of the twentieth
century. Some martial arts experts argued that Asian arts were ideal
for women since they stressed skill and agility over the brute force
so important in the western style arts practiced by American men. 27
In 1912, the British jujitsu expert Frances Weste established what
might have been the first mar:ti~l arts school for western women
and installed herself as the lead instructor. 28
In the early twentieth century, Asian martial arts began their
association with liberation movemgits, including feminism. In
1900, Chinese martial artists became politically active as they
attempted to drive foreigners from their land with spiritually
infused fighting techniques in the Boxer Rebellion. 29 Also in the
early twentieth century, politically active women became well
known as dangerous brawlers who did not hesitate to use their
martial skill to defend themselves from men. 30 In 1913, an English
campaigner for women's rights, Sylvia Pankhurst, encouraged her
supporters to learn jujitsu. She asked for qualified instructors
to train suffragettes in the martial techniques that would enable
them to defend themselves against police. 31 American women
who attempted to learn martial arts fought against a traditional
belief by many Americans that weakness was a virtuous attribute for
women. 32 Women who studied martial arts faced further challenges
as Japan and America marched towards war.
In spite of the gains made by Asian martial arts before World
War II, racialized hostility towards Asians limited interactions
between fighters of east and west, ensuring that martial arts from
26
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Asia remained a fringe activity in the United States. 33 By the mid1940s, as American men returned from military service in Asia
with martial arts knowledge, they touched off an explosion in the
popularity of Asian martial arts in the United States. 34 Over the next
decade as interest in martial arts grew, media visibility increased. In
1961, a group of American martial artists near Los Angeles began
publishing Black Belt magazine, which helped unify the community
and facilitate communication between its members .35 NBC Sports
began television broadcasts of martial art tournaments in 1965. 36
Martial arts received an additional boost from popular media
when Bruce Lee became an international celebrity for his role as a
crime fighting martial artist in the television series The Green Hornet
(1966- 1967) .37
American Women Join the Martial Arts Colllillunity
The growing martial arts community was dominated by men,
especially military veterans, but women fought for a place at the
table, in spite of male opposition.38 In 1959, the female judo expert
Rena Kanokogi (also known as Rusty Glickman) won the YMCA New
York State judo championship while posing as a man; the YMCA
revoked her medal when they discovered her gender.39 Two years
later, in 1961, Glickman, now openly fighting as a woman, defeated
a male rival in a bout sponsored by the Amateur Athletic Union
(AAU) of New York. In response, the AAU banned females from
competing at future events. 40 Like the early, black, female boxers
33
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A ngeles and the Remaking of Its Mexican Past (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2005), 47 .
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1965.
Poshek Fu and David Desser, The Cinema of Hong Kong: History, Arts, Identity
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge l;u iversity Press, 2000), 33.
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"RENA KANOKOGI aka "Rusty Glickman," International Jewish Sports Hall of
Fame, http: / / wwwjewishsports.net/ BioPages/ Rena-Kanokogi.htm (accessed
October 14, 2014).
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Van Ingen documented in "Seeing What Frames Our Seeing,"
Kanokogi has been largely ignored by historians of her sport, with
only Allen Guttmann providing her even a passing mention. 41
Women participated in some of the first major martial arts
tournaments in the United States during the mid-1960s. Some of
the women at the 1967 National Karate Championships flagrantly
violated the rules by pulling each other's hair and scratching each
other's faces during sparing_ Jllatches. Tournament promoter
and father of American Tae Qwon Do, Jhoon Rhee, laughed and
suggested that he finally understood why the government did not
draft women, concluding theywer~ far too violent for the battlefield.
A judge at the tournament refused to enforce the rules in women's
matches, arguing they were nothing more than little girls. 42 In
response to an announcement by the editors of Black Belt magazine
to devote increasing attention to the emerging female martial arts
community, an anonymous male fighter dismissed women, claiming
that in spite of their ranking they were weak, inferior, unworthy of
attention. He asserted that Black Belt's coverage of their activities
would only degrade the magazine. 43 The penetration of women
into male dominated martial arts tournaments provides additional
support for Patricia Bradley's argument that second wave feminists
of the 1960s and 1970s often sought to contest male domination
of sport. 44
Many American women who entered the martial arts in the
1960s and 1970s did so as part of a broader political agenda of
physical empowerment. As Patricia Searles and Ronald Berger
explained, feminist attempts at self-defense were always a single
component of a much larger political movement aimed at ensuring
that women could maintain control over their bodies. 45 In 1970,
women from the Women's Liberation and the Radical Student
Union at the University of California claimed that they needed to
learn self-defense in order to protect themselves, citing the 113
rapes on the university campus the previous year. 46 In the early
41
42
43
44
45
46
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1991), 303.
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1970s, some New York women also began studying martial arts
to protect themselves from rape. 4 7 The female judo expert, Rena
Kanokogi, revealed to a reporter that most of the women who
enrolled in her judo classes were interested in learning self-defense
with many explaining bluntly that they wanted to learn how to
kill. 48 Female police officers in New York observed that female
martial artists occasionally fought off attackers. 49 Susan Rennie
and Kristen Grimstad, a pair of New York based authors, argued
that the feminist idea that women should be strong, confident, and
capable of fighting off attackers quickly spread into the American
heartland. 50
In 1971, feminists at Sarasota, Florida's New College, actingwith
the support of feminists based in Boston and New York, demanded
the school administration offer a self-defense class for women. 51
Susan Murdock, a karate instructor in New York, promoted
women's self-defense courses in the Lakeland [Florida] Ledger. She
argued that women lived under constant threat of life shattering
sexual assaults. Murdock suggested that most American men and
women thought of women as weak, helpless, and dependent on
men for physical security. She took issue with this idea, arguing that
women were perfectly capable of building the strong bodies that
could resist male attackers. Murdock acknowledged that there was
no simple answer to the problems of sexual assault, but she argued
forcefully that women should study the martial arts as a method of
psychological and physical training, concluding:
"it may well be that if more women can, in their own
minds, break down the conditioning and taboos against
developing physical strength and fighting in their own
defense, then one small link in this chain of violent
behavior will be taken down" 52

47
48
49
50
51
52

Leslie Mitland, "Martial Arts Center Teaches Self-defense for Women," Ocala
Star-Banner,June 8, 1975.
S. R. Gittens, 'Judo is Protection, Guns are Deadly," Sarasota Herald-Tribune,
September 24, 1973.
Mitland, "Martial Arts Center Teaches Self-defense for Women."
Eve Sharbutt, "Feminism's Ripples Spread Across Country, Says Author," Free
Lance Star, December 20, 1973.
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1971.
Susan Murdock, "Rape and Women's SelfDefense," Lakeland Ledger, September
8, 1974.
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The following year, the Ocala Star-Banner published an article
praising Murdock's self - defense classes for women in New York
and suggested that female martial artists could successfully resist
sexual assault. 53
Once again women who attempted to enter the martial arts
encountered resistance. Their responses were vocal and highly
visible. Male judges refused to enforce the rules on female fighters
at martial arts competitions, and in response, outraged women
called for the boycott of events where they were not held to the
same high standards as the male competitors. 54 On multiple
occasions during 1970, female students in Berkeley, California,
tried to force their way into male karate classes before police
intervention stopped them. 55 Women's groups, including one
led by judo champion Kanokogi, protested the Amateur Athletic
Union's refusal to allow female competitors in the martial arts
tournaments they sponsored. In 1971, the AAU attempted to
compromise by allowing women to compete under special rules
for female competitors. 56 In spite of promises to promote women
in the martial arts, a female reader from New York City wrote to
Black Belt magazine in 1973 to complain about the lack of coverage
of the martial arts community's female members. 57
These actions began to produce impressive gains within the
martial arts communities of Amer-ica's largest cities. An anonymous
karate brown belt from the Chicago suburbs writing to Black Belt
magazine denounced the chauvinists he encountered as idiots who
were scared of women. He argued that respect stood at the center
of everything good about the martial arts and urged male martial
artists to show respect to both men and women. 58 After a prolonged
fight, the AAU of New York finally conceded and allowed women to
compete under the same rules as the men beginning in 1973. 59 In
the same year, a reporter noted that martial arts classes for women
had become extremely popular on college campuses in Boston and
Berkeley, receiving support from women's groups who saw them as
a way to help women become more assertive. 6°Female martial artists
!)3
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
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12.
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began teaching many of these classes in major cities including San
Francisco, Chicago, Los Angeles and NewYork. 61 In 1974, Mariano
Gonzales, a martial artist from New York, reflected on the gendered
conflict in the American martial arts. He acknowledged that in the
past he had discriminated against women, but lamented his past
behavior and argued that the time was right for American martial
artists to change their attitudes towards women and accept their
changing status in American society. 62
These
developments
within
the
martial
arts
were
contemporaneous with important events in the women's rights
movement as a whole. In 1972, Congress passed and President Nixon
signed Title IX legislation which forbade gender discrimination in
American education, including scholastic sports. Sarah K Fields
argued that the act was "critically important in opening sport to
women." 63 In another milestone of women's empowerment, the
United States Supreme Court ruled that the right to privacy extended
to a woman's decision on abortion (Roe v. Wade, 1973). 64 Later the
same year, female tennis player Billie Jean King won the Battle of the
Sexes tennis matches against male player Bobby Riggs. Susan Ware
argued that King's performance made her an icon of second wave
feminists and encouraged women to participate in sports. 65
The role of women in the martial arts community experienced
a similar transformation. In April 1974, Black Belt magazine
published its first of a series of columns by the martial artist Valarie
Eads. Black Belt presented the series in response to their realization
that women were the fastest growing portion of the American
martial arts community. In 1973, the ranks of female karate
students swelled by thirty percent and judo students by fifteen
percent. In contrast, the total number of karate students, both
male and female, increased by only ten percent, and the overall
numbers ofjudo students decreased by t:Wo percent. Eads observed
that most women began practicing the martial arts in an effort to
learn self-defense, but continued training when they developed an
61

62
63
64
65

Gil Johnson, "A Single Reed that Bends Gracefully in the Wind," Black Belt,
June 1974, 29-33;]. Dwyer, "End of the Line for Jack the Ripper? The Surging
Interest in Women's Self Defense," Black Belt, December 1973, 22-26; Frank
Wolverton, "Mother Knew Best," Black Belt, 42-45.
Mariano Gonzales, "Time to Re-Examine Sexual Contradictions," Black Belt,
65-66.
Fields, Female Gladiators, ix.
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Abortion Conflict (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 3.
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unexpected love for the physical and mental rewards of the arts.
They practiced martial arts even though they faced hostility from
many of their male counterparts. Eads argued that the women's
rights movement deserved credit for convincing women to take
up the martial arts. She explained that women who discussed
rape in feminist groups quickly came to the conclusion that only
the bone shattering salvation of the dojo could banish their fears
forever. In closing, Eads assured her readers that she would not rest
until women earned the respect of their martial arts brothers and
received trophies identical to those awarded to male competitors. 66
As Eads propelled female ma_rtial arts forward from her New
York office with the help of the California editors of Black Belt,
Florida witnessed a particularly heated fight over the ratification
of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). State Attorney General
Robert Shevin argued that Florida, which had failed to ratify the
nineteenth (women's suffrage) amendment, should rectify its
mistake and give women the rights they deserved. A large faction of
Florida lawmakers and voters vigorously opposed the amendment,
citing concerns that the new law might force women into the
military where they would face combat, a concept repellant to
many Floridians. 67 The opponents of the amendment eventually
achieved victory in Florida and across many states. 68
In spite of the resistance fewinists encountered in Florida,
women in the sunshine state continued to participate in the
martial arts. In 1974, Seminole, Florida karate expert Debbie Bone
entered the tournament circuit, winning the prestigious Battle of
Atlanta and earning praise as one of the best female fighters in the
country. 69 At the second annual Central Florida Championship, in
1975, women competed in gender segregated contests. Although
event promoters congratulated women on their victories, they g~ve
cash prizes and trophies only to male competitors. 70
Female martial artists in large American cities continued
to strengthen their community. In September 1975, a group of
women led by Dana Densmore, owner of women only martial
arts schools in Boston and Washington, D.C., founded Black

66
67
68
69
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Eads, "Fighting Women," 35.
"ERA Football Threat," Daytona Beach Morningjournal, April 10, 1974.
"Something Happened on the Way to the Equal Rights Amendment,"
Milwaukee journal, April 29, 1975.
"Top Women Karateka," Black Belt, October 1975, 18.
D. E. Stoner, "The Central Florida Open Championships," Black Belt, 66-67.
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Belt Woman, a magazine for female martial artists. 71 The editors
attempted to support women with articles on a range of topics
including running a women's only martial arts school, self-defense,
first aid, and strengthening exercises. 72 The next year, a group of
southern California women with expertise in arts including aik.ido,
karate, kung fu, and jujitsu formed Women in the Martial Arts
(WIMA) in an effort to support female martial artists across the
nation. Their first order of business was to hold a workshop on the
campus of the University of California at Los Angeles in which they
encouraged female college students to consider the martial arts as
a path towards physical and mental growth. 73 Lynn Marevich Pacala
used her position in WIMA and on the faculty of the University of
Southern California to encourage women to become martial arts
instructors in mixed gender as well as female only classes. 74 Kung
Fu instructor LaVerne Bates joined WIMA in an effort to reach out
to struggling female martial artists because she feared that women
who trained entirely with men would abandon their unique goals
in the martial arts. 75
Feminists in Florida were aware of the progress made by women
in southern California and sought to emulate their progress. Sylvia
Scudder, writing for WomaNews, a feminist newspaper published in
Gainesville, Florida, informed her readers of the birth of WIMA
in April 1977. Scudder explained her admiration for the women
of WIMA and their attempts to help women improve themselves
through martial arts. 76 Janis Mara, another writer for WomaNews,
agreed with Scudder, urging women to take martial arts classes. 77
In the same month that Scudder praised WIMA in WomaNews, the
Gainesville Women's Health Center sponsored a Women's Health
Weekend. The center, which provided abortions, gynecological
care, general health services, and treatment for sexually transmitted
71
72

73
74
75
76
77

Dana Densmore, "Having a Means of Communication," Black Belt, April 1976,
18, 77.
"Black Belt Woman: The Magazine of Women in the Martial Arts and Self
Defense," Green Lion Press, http: / / www.greenlion.com/ BBW/ bbw.html
(accessed Octoberl4, 2014).
"Women in the Martial Arts: Breaking Down the Identity Crisis," Black B elt,
December 1976, 68-73.
Lynn Marevich Pacala, "You are the Instructor," Black Belt, November 1976, 1214.
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January 1977, 50-55.
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diseases, was very controversial in conservative Gainesville. 78 In
spite of the controversy swirling around the organization, the
event drew roughly one hundred and thirty participants. Along
with instruction in belly dancing and jogging, the center provided
a workshop on the martial arts. 79 Gainesville feminists promoted
the martial arts because they believed the arts could provide
women with a system of practical self-defense, an excellent exercise
program, and a method of bi:eaking down traditional gendered
bonds. Martial arts also helped to build strong communities of
women and a path to spiritual fulfillment. Scudder explained to
her readers that women like herss::lf- practiced the martial arts "to
unify the physical, mental, and spiritual strivings of the individual
toward personal enlightenment." 80
Van Ingen and Kovacs argue that women have had a
particularly difficult time making inroads into boxing since many
observers consider it "the ultimate masculine sport." But women
learning the Asian inspired martial arts did not have to overcome
the same assumptions. 81 WomaNews author Sylvia Scudder argued
that the martial arts provided women with an ideal system of self·defense. 82 She claimed that most women who showed up in martial
arts classes initially turned to the arts because they wanted to learn
how to defend themselves. This claim was entirely consistent with
Valarie Eads' ideas, ideas which resonated with Floridian and karate
practicing feminist Karen Swanson. 83 Scudder argued that martial
arts were ideally suited to women since the designers of these arts
developed them for the smaller and weaker bodies of Asian men.
This made them very different from western arts, including boxing
and Greco Roman wrestling, which western men designed for
their own, much larger and stronger bodies. She also claimed that
Japanese karate's simple attacks, designed for small bodies, were
an ideal system of self-defense for women. 84 The idea that certain
bodies were more compatible with particular fighting systems
was an old idea that had been articulated in the American press
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Photograph of Carolyn Benson published by Sylvia Scudder, "Martial Arts in the
Pursuit of the Spirit," WomaNews: Gainesville's Feminist Newspaper, April 1977 http: / I
ufdc.ufl.edu/ UF00076708/ 00001. Printed with the permission of the University of
Florida Digital Archives.
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since the dawn of the twentieth century. 85 Scudder and Swanson's
emphasis on the importance of martial arts-based self-defense for
feminists provides additional support for Searles and Berger's
argument that many feminists joined martial arts programs in an
effort to learn how to protect themselves and ensure their bodily
autonomy. 86
The concept of self-defense also offered a convenient cover
story for women with other goaJs. Valarie Eads argued that since
it was socially acceptable for women to fear sexual assault, women
often stressed fear of rape when explaining their desire to attend
martial arts classes, even if they were more interested in the
personal enlightenment or physical fitness benefits of martial arts
classes. 87 Women who expressed a desire for effective self-defense
encountered other benefits in the martial arts and the Gainesville
feminists believed that the martial arts were an excellent exercise
program for women. The Gainesville Women's Health Center
promoted the arts as a method of healthy exercise for women.
Sylvia Scudder noted that many Gainesville women sought out the
martial arts as an exercise program. She explained that the unique
emphasis of martial arts on a combination of balance, flexibility,
range of movement, and coordination made the martial arts an
excellent exercise program for women. 88 In emphasizing exercise,
Scudder once again connected Gainesville women with the women
of southern California, whom slie admired. Members of WIMA
also promoted the martial arts as a path to physical fitness. 89
This emphasis on physical fitness within the female martial arts
community of Florida provides additional support for Dworkin
and Wachs's argument that the promotion of female bodily
empowerment through athleticism was a key aspect of second wave
feminism. 90
The women of Florida promoted the martial arts as a way of
building strong communities of women that rejected traditional
85
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90
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gendered boundaries. Janis Mara, wntmg in WomaNews, urged
women to break out of traditional gender roles by attending martial
arts classes and building relationships with women rather than
surrendering to men's sexual advances. 91 The Gainesville Women's
Health Center sponsored martial arts classes for women as part
of their efforts to build a strong women's community in Florida. 92
Sylvia Scudder argued that the martial arts allowed women to break
out of their expected role as passive victims. She also saw the arts'
community as a positive social environment where women formed
associations, like "WIMA, and worked together to deal with their
unique challenges. Scudder believed that by working together,
female martial artists could "promote the natural blossoming
of women's talents in this overwhelmingly beautiful way of selfattainmen t. " 93
These beliefs were not limited to the women of Gainesville,
and were common amongst the women of distant cities. Deborah
Ross Wheeler, a southern California Tai Chi student, supported
women's-only martial arts organizations because she believed that
the exclusion of men assisted women in creating strong female
relationships. 94 Valarie Eads observed that most female run martial
arts schools, such as those springing up in southern California, were
tightly knit communities where women resisted male domination. 95
In Portland, Oregon, Pauline Short founded Karate for Women, a
school dedicated to building a strong association of feminist women
who worked together to break out of old fashioned concepts of
womanhood.96 As these communities grew, female martial artists
found additional benefits.
Women sought enlightenment in the martial arts. Sylvia
Scudder of Gainesville explained that while the arts provided
women with exercise and a viable means of self-defense, there were
easier ways to accomplish those goals. Every day women entered
the dojos of Florida because they believed that only through the
martial arts could women obtain greater psychological and spiritual
power. Scudder argued that when women trained like herself
pushed through pain and exhaustion of intense training sessions
91
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they discovered inner strength. 97 Women from areas far removed
from Florida shared Scudder's motivations. Valarie Eads claimed
that women who entered the martial arts for exercise and to learn
self-defense stayed once they discovered psychological benefits in
the arts. 98 Kung-Fu instructor and WIMA member LaVerne Bates
explained that she saw individual enlightenment as one of the
primary benefits of the martial arts. 99 Beth Austin, an instructor of
Aikido in Los Angeles, urged _w9 men to study the martial arts as a
method of promoting their emotional growth. 100
The appreciation for the spiritual power of the martial arts
noted by women in the 1970s wa~ similar to the long standing
belief of many men who believed they found enlightenment
in the ring. Male fighters, dating back to the ancient Greeks,
spiritualized the athleticism and the violence of the arena. 101 In
1888, the fighter and author Duffield Ossborne urged men to
study the fighting arts in search of "a saving touch of honest, old
fashioned barbarism" which alone could protect them from the
"unmanly" and the "female saints" which threatened to emasculate
men. 102 The comments of Scudder, Eads, Bates, and Austin indicate
that the ring was expanding, and that by 1977, women were also
aware that they could find enlightenment in the fighting arts. 103
The enlightenment Scudder found was somewhat different than
the "saving touch of barbarism" Qssborne cherished in the violent
sports of a century before, but the ring's underlying appeal was no
less real for Scudder than for Ossborne. The intangible, spiritual,
benefits of the ring bound women from Gainesville to their
counterparts in distant cities, and even to their openly chauvinistic
predecessors.
The women's martial arts community of Florida achieved an
important milestone with the arrival of Beth Meikos, an expert in
the Korean martial art of Tang So Do, in 1980.104 Meikos was an
experienced martial arts instructor from the Pacific Northwest,
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eager to share her knowledge with the women of Florida. 105 She
began teaching women's self-defense courses at Central Florida
Community College in the spring of 1980. The classes began
after an outbreak of 239 violent rapes in Marion County during
the previous year. 106 Meikos invited women of all ages to attend
the courses. 107 The goal was to provide women with a complete
system of self-defense that combined awareness, assertiveness, and
simple defensive techniques. 108 When her first group of students
giggled, Meikos ignored them, focusing on her work, with calm
deliberation. Meikos bluntly admitted that women had no chance
at overpowering male assailants, but she offered them hope,
informing her students that she knew from personal experience
that men who seemed tough one moment, would cry for mercy
when they fell into the hands of a skilled, female, martial artist who
kept her cool. The students' giggles subsided as Meikos patiently
instructed her students in the dangerous techniques that could
save their lives. 109
Florida women were aware that they faced considerable danger
from rape in the 1970s and early 1980s. For example, Miami police
noted a dramatic increase in rapes during 1971. Spokesmen for
local law enforcement agencies acknowledged rapes were unlikely
to decrease in response to more police patrols, statements that
enraged local feminists who demanded the police do something to
protect women. no William Tucker, writing for Miami News, reported
that in 1974 rapes increased at a greater rate in the South than in
any other region. Reports of rapes in Miami increased by thirtyeight percent in a single year, 1975. rn Ted Bundy's murder of
women at Florida State University in 1978 made national news and
alarmed women across the nation. 112 In 1981, the Sarasota, Florida,
police reported that rapes in the city were increasing at a rate far
105 Mary Ann Murdoch, "Awareness is Women's Best Defense," Ocala Star Banner,
April 1, 1983.
106 "Rape, Murder, Assault Increase in State," Ocala Star Banner, March 29, 1979;
Murdoch."
107 "Defense for Women Offered at CFCC," Ocala Star Banner,]anuary 14, 1980.
108 "Women Asked to Enroll in Self-Defense Course," St. Petersburg Times, May 9,
1980.
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llO "Women to March for Protection," Daytona Beach Morning journal, October 4,
1971.
lll William Tucker, "Crime Rate Here Jumps 18 Pct.," Miami News, October 1,
1975.
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faster than the national average.11 3 Women's attempts to combat
rape through legal means were sometimes treated dismissively.
When state senator Betty Castor proposed greater penalties for
gang rapes, her idea was dismissed by other state legislators as an
overreaction. 114
Florida women who sought self-defense skills struggled
against flawed assumptions by some that women's martial arts
program were of little value. When the St. Petersburg city council
encountered a budget shortfall in 1979, the women's karate classes
held at the local community center headed the list of programs
for elimination. 115 This fact provides additional support for the
con ten ti on by Lindsay and J ustiz that programs for women are often
the first ones cut during times of economic hardships.11 6 In 1982,
the journalist Gail Haborak warned Florida women that every two
minutes a woman was raped somewhere in the United States and
that ninety five percent of rape victims were female. Revealing the
continuing gendered divide, male and female experts responded
differently to Haborak's suggestion that women might benefit
from self-defense classes. Florida physician Dorothy Hicks told
women they should learn to fight. A central Florida police officer
disagreed, suggesting that women should use their minds to avoid
dangerous situations since karate lessons, weapons, and guard
dogs could not protect women from determined assailants. 117 In
their examination of lfawthorne -.v. Florida, a legal case concerning
a Florida woman who killed her abusive husband, the journal for
the American Bar Association cast doubts on the entire concept of
female self-defense, noting that women who claimed to act in selfdefense rarely responded to immediate threats and instead often
used self-defense as an excuse for premeditated, illegal, violence
against men. 118
The derision persisted in spite of evidence that some women
were able to defend themselves through violence. Female police
113 Kathy Tyrity, "Local Violent Crime Outpacing National Statistics," Sarasota
Herald-Tribune, September 10, 1981.
114 "Rape Bill Unnecessary," Lakeland Ledger, April 5, 1984.
115 Bob Chick, "More Means Less," Evening Independent, July 31, 1979.
116 Beverly Lindsay and Manuel]. Justiz, The Quest for Equity in Higher Education:
Toward New Paradigms in an Evolving Affirmative Action Era (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2001), 172.
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118 Cheryl Frank, "Driven to Kill," ABA]ournal, The Lawyer's Magazine (December
1984), 25-27.
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officers, quoted in the Ocala Star-Banner, observed that female
martial artists were successfully defending themselves from
assault.11 9 A female karate student in California prevented a home
invasion by kicking her attacker in the groin. 120 In Florida, two
women strangled their rapist. 121 New York police officer and karate
instructor Richard Rupert reported that one of his female students
used her karate techniques to break the jaw of a man who tried to
assault her in 1978. 122 Carol DaRonch became famous when she
successfully fought off infamous serial killer, Ted Bundy. Melissa
Soalt, writing for Black Belt, pointed out that the one woman who
escaped Bundy survived only because she fought back. 123
In spite of the derision they faced, the women of Central Florida
Community College's martial arts program struggled on in much
the same way as their counterparts in California and New York. Fear
motivated women who looked for a method of self-defense that
could protect them from the horrors of sexual assault. Women who
attended the classes improved their physical fitness with vigorous
exercise. The students shared a transformative experience as they
broke away from traditional expectations that women were weak
and fragile. Husbands and boyfriends of students, some of them
abusive, disapproved of Meikos's work, but the women remained in
the class. Meikos took pride in her students' personal development.
She observed that women who entered the class nervously, quickly
developed a quiet confidence which they took out of the classroom
and into their daily lives. Meikos, her students, and many in the
local community considered the classes a success. 124
The place of female martial arts in Florida has continued to
grow since Meikos began her classes. At the 1980 National Tae
Kwon Do Championships in Berkeley, California, women from
Florida took home more victories than the competitors from any
other state. 125 Two years later, a Florida based bodyguard company
began actively recruiting female martial artists. The company's
119 Mitland, "Martial Arts Center Teaches Self-defense for Women ."
120 Paul William Kroll, "Martial Arts for Self-defense Only," Black Belt, September
1976, 67.
121 "Rapist Strangled by Coeds in Florida," Milwaukee journal, June 9, 1974.
122 "New York Police Teach Women Karate for Self Defense," Black Belt, September
1978, 69.
123 Melissa Soalt, "Women & the Killer Instinct," Black Belt, December 2000.
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125 "Sixth NationalAAU Tae Kwon Do Championships Results Berkeley California
May 3, 1980," Black Belt, September 1980, 44.
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director, John Artemik, explained that female martial artists were
in great demand because of their ability to appear unthreatening
while still retaining the ability to unleash brutal violence in defense
of their clients. Artemik worked with the aid of his wife and fellow
Floridian, martial arts expert, Angela Artemik.126 Beth Meikos
eventually retired from teaching, but her successor, Lisa Donnelly,
keeps the work alive with a successful school that continues to pass
on martial knowledge to wom~11. 127
Florida's female martial artists enjoy a respected position in
a new sport which provides martial artists with unprecedented
challenges. Emerging from the shadows in the early 1990s, the
sport of mixed martial arts invite s fighters from every discipline
to enter the arena and compete in fights with few rules, but
numerous paths to victory or defeat. While the sport's short history
has been dominated by men, women, some from Florida, have also
demonstrated that they too can succeed in the new sport. Ediene
"India" Gomes, who was born in Brazil but currently lives and trains
in Florida, has produced an impressive string of victories, including
one against a male opponent.128 The most successful mixed martial
artist to emerge from the sunshine state is undoubtedly Jessica
Aguilar. 129 She is currently ranked as the sixth best female mixed
martial artists in the world. 130 Aguilar has also become a mentor to
other fighters such as Stephanie y uimares, who Aguilar convinced
to leave the world of Brazilian kickboxing to train in Florida as a
mixed martial artist. 131
Conclusion

In 1974 Karen Swanson lamented that she was unable to find
a female instructor in Tallahassee, but the women of Tallahassee
126 Kurt Seemann, "The Business of Bodyguarding," Black Belt September 1982,
62-67 .
127 "About."
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no longer have that concern. The northern Florida city is filled
with female martial artists and instructors. Logan's Martial Arts
Academy in Tallahassee boasts an impressive staff which includes
more female than male instructors. Across town at Tiger Rock
Martial Arts, female instructors train mixed classes of female and
male students. 132 Tallahassee women in search of more vigorous
training can take women's only or mixed gender classes under
the guidance of Ailsa Haberfeld, a highly skilled instructor with
a background in Kung Fu and an impressive string of wins in
grappling competitions. 133 Swanson urged women like herself to
demand equality in the martial arts, just as they demanded it in the
workplace. 134 In the years since she wrote that letter, the women of
Florida have largely made the dream a reality. They are accepted
not only as students, as Swanson hoped, but also as fighters and
even as instructors to male students. Swanson described the
anonymous women who fought for equality within Florida's martial
arts community as "a few crazy ladies." Perhaps "crazy ladies" is
a fitting description for those martial pioneers. They were crazy
enough to believe that the martial arts offered benefits that made
the struggle worthwhile. They were crazy enough to demand a
place at the table. They were even crazy enough to obtain equality.
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